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ln 1955, the Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors
noted in Crop Acreage Trends for Los Angeles County
and Southern California:

“Conversion of agricultural land to urban uses will not
stop in Southern California unless the increase in popula-
tion stops or is appreciably reduced. . . . Areas where ur-
banization is only beginning may wish to give agricultural
zoning careful consideration . . ."”

Despite such warnings, agricuitural land was on the
verge of a precipitous decline. Between 1950 and 1993, ur-
banization in combination with market forces reduced Cali-
fornia farmland by almost one-quarter, from 38 million to 29
million acres.

In recent decades, Californians have attempted to slow
the conversion of farmland and natural lands through
means such as the Williamson Act (1965), the Local
Agency Formation Commissions (1963), the Agricultural
Land Stewardship program (19895), and land trusts. Al-
though the principle of “highest and best use” of land, (the
most lucrative use possible) is the traditional market-driven
approach to land use, other ways to vaiue land are increas-
ingly appreciated by Californians — whether as agricultural
resource, open space, or recreational ammenity. Read on
for a discussion of the pressures on farmiand, and some
solutions. — Editor
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Perspective

Statewide farmland
protection is fragmented,

limited

Steve Sanders

Fueled by a search for affordable
land to house 600,000 new Califor-
nia residents each year, conver-
sion of farmland to development
has proceeded at a rapid pace
since 1950. The impact of growth
and development on open space
and agricultural land is a critical
issue for a very simple reason:
the areas best suited for cropland
— those favored by good weather,
flat terrain and access to water —
are also the areas most in demand
for new homes and businesses. If
meaningful farmland protection is
to be enacted, California's farm
community itself must become
more united and aggressive, form-
ing a broad coalition with water
suppliers, environmentalists, local
officials, and business and com-
munity leaders.

alifornia’s population increased at

a record-setting pace in the 1980s,
growing 25% in one decade. The
state’s Department of Finance expects

The Discovery Bay development and golf
course abut Delta farmiand; the state has
recently created the Deita Protection Com-
mission to stem farmiand loss. Photo by
Jack Kelly Clark.

a net increase of 6 million resi-
dents in the next 10 years
(Fleim 1997) — more people
with a growing demand for
land development. Yet Cali-
fornia is ill-prepared to manage the
impacts of another burst of rapid
growth.

Perhaps no component of the state’s
economy is at greater risk from
growth than is agriculture, Farmland
has been converted to development at
a rapid clip. As urbanization proceeds,
major conflicts arise. For example, the
demands of a growing urban popula-
tion and economy, coupled with a be-
lated effort to reverse decades of eco-
logical decline in the state’s rivers,
lakes and wetlands, has placed an
enormous strain on scarce water sup-
plies, creating pressure to divert water
from farms in order to serve cities and
the environment (Goldman 1991,
Reisner 1997).

California’s growth

California’s farmlands face five
major threats related to growth.

The loss of agricultural land. From
the early 1970s through the present,
between 50,000 and 100,000 acres of
land were estimated to be urbanized
annually in the state (Nisbet 1993,
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In traditionaily pro-growth Contra Costa
County, 5,330 homes were planned for
Tassajara Vatley. Under pressure from
community residents opposed to urban
sprawl, developers withdrew their pro-
posal in May.

THE LARGER COLLECTION. ..

The articles in this issue are condensed
from several articles in an upcoming
book, California Farmland and Urban
Pressures: Statewide and Regional Per-
spectives, to be published by the UC Ag-
ricultural Issues Center later this year. Al
Medvitz and Al Sokolow have edited the
book, and its diverse authors include
farm operators, citizen activitists, plan-
ning experts and UC facuity.

The larger collection will include 10
papers and an introduction. As well as
expanded versions of the five papers
and the sidebar on population trends in
this issue of California Agricuiture, the
larger coliection will include studies of
(1) farmland politics in the Central Val-
ley; (2) agricultural and land-use trends
over time; (3) the politics of farmiand
protection in Napa and Marin counties;
and (4) urbanization and natural re-
sources in the northern Sacramento
Valley,

. To order the forthcoming book, call
Sandy Fisher at (530) 752-1520.
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High quality and
high development

High quality and
low development
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This map highlights geographic areas using
two threshold tests that define the impor-
tance and vulnerability of the land:

n» High quality farmland is that which in
1992 had relatively large amounts of prime
farmland or specialty crop land.

m High development areas are those that
experienced relatively rapld development
between 1982 and 1992,

m  Other areas are those that do not meet
the two threshold tests, and that are neither
federal lands nor urban areas.

Grossi 1993). Much of this develop-
ment occurred on cropland (see
sidebar, p. 8).

In the 1960s, 1970s and early 1980s,
muost of the new development took
place near the coast. In response,
many agricultural enterprises fled the
coast for the Chino Hills, Imperial,
Riverside and San Bernardino coun-
ties, and the great Central Valley.
Now, each of these areas is among the
fastest-growing regions in the state,.
and California agriculture literally has
nowhere else to go (Heim 1997).

The “rurbanization” of the work-
ing landscape. In many rural land-

scapes it is common to see one-acre,
two-acre, and five-acre “ranchettes”
where residents may keep horses, a
few farm animals or a small farm plot.
This pattern of development accom-
modates people who seek a rural
lifestyle but derive most of their in-
come and social connections from
nearby towns and cities.
In the Central Valley, it is esti-
mated that over 400,000 acres of
land have been designated for
rural residential uses, such
as ranchettes (American
Farmland Trust 1989).
These patterns are
also becoming
increasingly
common
in the in-
land areas
of South-
ern Califor-
nia and the
pastoral areas
along the
coast.

As more people
are introduced into an area, the con-
flicts between residents and the reali-
ties of farm life, with its noise, odors
and chemicals, increase. Farm prac-
tices become more controversial and
restricted. Land costs may rise, as the
underlying value begins to reflect the
higher return of developed uses, fos-
tering yet more land conversion.

Water tug of war. There is general
consensus that California has moved
from an era of water development to
one of water management (Goldman
1991, Reisner 1997). While some incre-
mental increases in supply and con-
veyance facilities can be made, the wa-
ter system we have in place today is
the basic system we will have for the
foreseeable future.

The result is a three-way tug of war
between agriculture, urban centers
and the environment for California’s
limited supply of water. As new water
storage and conveyance facilities are
built, old water supply contracts are
renegotiated, and maintenance costs
mount, the average cost of water de-

6 CALIFORNIA AGRICULTURE, VOLUME 52, NUMBER 3

C—057800

livered to the fields rises while the reli-
ability of receiving full water delivery
allotments declines. Cities can pay the
price, especially when water is scarce,
and spread it over their large rate-payer
base. Farmers, quite often, cannot.

Public works pavingthe way for
urbanization. Growth tends to follow
the facilities available to service it
(Misczynski 1987). The mere existence
of a major public facility with
unallocated capacity such as a free-
way, water system or sewer system
tends to act as a magnet for new devel-
opment. Hence, large freeway inter-
changes in rural or low-density subur-
ban areas accessible to existing urban
centers become nodes for new “edge
city” office parks and subdivisions,
whether there was ever a plan or in-
tent to urbanize the area.

In essence, public decisions on the
size, character and location of major
public facilities become a major deter-
minant of future patterns of urban de-
velopment. Because the potential im-
pacts of these decisions on agricultural
land are too often not understood or
not considered by public officials, the
long-term viability of the agricultural
economy is placed at risk.

The very high initial cost of provid-
ing such facilities often forces the ur-
banization of the area, in order to pro-
vide the underlying economic value to
pay for the facilities. This is especially
true given current practices to pay for
infrastructure through assessment dis-
tricts, development fees and other
value-capture mechanisms rather than
general public revenues (Misczynski
1987, 1992).

Fiscal pressures for farmland con-
version. California allocates property
and sales tax revenue back to the local
jurisdictions where they originate.
Since these revenues are not allocated
on a per capita basis, they may bear
little or no relationship to the costs of
providing needed services and facili-
ties to accommodate development.
The state has made matters worse by
shifting a large and growing share of
local property taxes from cities, coun-
ties and special districts to schools
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(that share is now about $3.5 billion
annually) — thereby relieving the
state’s General Fund of a large portion
of its obligation to fund education as
mandated under Proposition 98.

Local communities have used many
strategies to respond to this dilemma,
including a growing use of develop-
ment fees, ballot measures to override
tax and spending caps, and most im-
portantly, competition for revenue-
producing development. Counties
and cities compete in an increasingly
desperate effort to attract revenue-
producing development with low ser-
vice needs, such as auto malls and big-
box retailers, while avoiding land uses
that create ongoing costs for expensive
public services, particularly housing
affordable to middle-income or lower-
income families.

This “fiscalization of land use”
(Misczynski 1987) affects agriculture
adversely in three ways. First, cities
push to include large swaths of agri-
cultural land in their spheres of influ-
ence (the area expected to eventually
be incorporated within the city limits)
so that they may be annexed in the fu-
ture. This signals the market to raise
land prices in anticipation of develop-
ment, shifting the economic calculus
away from long-term agricultural use
(see p. 23). Secondly, as areas on the
urban fringe are developed, farmlands
are assessed part of the cost of infra-
structure. This happens through ris-
ing property taxes (due to higher
land values) and through assess-
ments to pay for new infrastructure.
All add to the economic pressure for
conversion. '

Finally, counties, which are usually
the units of government most protec-
tive of farmland, feel obliged to en-
gage in the development game as well,
if only to preclude cities from captur-
ing the economic windfalls (such as
sales and propery taxes) while shifting
the burdens (such as traffic and cost of
infrastructure) to others. As a conse-
quence, the commitment of county
leaders to agricultural protection
weakens over time as new areas of the
county are opened to development.

Farmers rely on an abundant supply of reasonably priced water. However, the average

Jack Kelly Clark

PRI

cost of water dellvered to flelds is rising while the reliability of receiving water declines.
Abovae, a concrete irrigation ditch near Winters in Yolo County.

State policy responses

State policies for agriculture, open
space and natural systems stress con-
servation. These policies can and do
conflict with one another — such as re-
strictions on farming practices to pro-
tect endangered species, or diversion
of water to farms that cause fisheries
to decline precipitously.

Program responsibilities to carry
out farmland preservation policies are
divided among local communities (see
p. 17) and the state. State responsibili-
ties focus on data, review of local ac-
tions and funding for conservation
programs. Local agencies are much
more powerful, with direct authority
to make land-use decisions and pri-
mary responsibility for implementing
specific resource conservation projects
and programs.

California’s farmland protection

Direct land conservation is carried
out primarily through local and re-
gional agricultural land trusts (see
P- 27). These trusts can purchase
land outright, but more commonly
acquire easements to preclude devel-
opment on agricultural land. Propo-
sition 70 of 1988 provided state bond
funding to a number of land trusts

throughout the state for these
programs.

While some land trusts, such as
those operating in Marin, Sonoma
and Napa counties, have been success
ful in protecting locally important ag-
ricultural areas, land trusts to date
have had only a minor impact on
statewide farmland conversion. Well
below 1% of Califcrnia land is in pub-
lic or private land trusts, and a small
fraction of that is agricultural land.

Tax relief for agricultural property
is provided through the Williamson
Act, which assesses property taxes at a
reduced rate on land which owners
pledge to retain in agricultural use
for 10 years. The rate reflects the
land’s value for farming rather than
development.

While the Williamson Act provides
a useful tool to encourage long-term
agricultural use of the land and dis-
courage leap-frog and remote devel-
opment, the program appears to have
had only a marginal success in stem-
ming the conversion of the most vul-
nerable farmland to urban uses. Farm-
ers may use the 10-year period to
transition out of farming and into de-
velopment, and much of the acreage
enrolled in the program is remote
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Popuiation (millions)

Urban growth squeezes agriculture

Albert G. Medvitz

A. century ago, the state was popu-
lated by 1 million Californians —
about the same number who now
attend the Rose Bowl Parade every
Jan. 1.

Today’s state population is 33
times greater. The Department of
Finance recently reported a 1.8% in-
crease for the year ending July 1997
— 574,000*more people. The num-
bers signaled a resurgence of net
migration and a continuing high
rate of natural increase. The same
figures showed that all but four
counties grew, and Monterey and
San Benito counties tied for the
state’s highest growth, at 4.9%.

Rapid growth is a century-long
trend in California (fig. 1). Since the
time of the Gold Rush, California’s

301
254
207 California population
154 growth curve \
101 \
5 Expanential curva: .
3.36% / year*
Y
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*Exponential population curva calculated as Population =
Popuiation in 1860 x exp (kt) where ik = .0336 and t = time
in years since 1860,

Fig. 1. Callfornia population growth,
1860-1990.
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Fig. 2. Number of farms and land in
farms versus population, 1910 to 1992, -
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Censuses
of Agriculture.

average yearly growth has exceeded
3.36% per year. Even when growth
slowed during the recession of the
early 1990s, California’s fastest grow-
ing counties topped the growth rate of
most countries in the world (table 1).

In recent decades, urban growth
has led to farmland losses and chang-
ing economics for a number of farms.
According to U.S. Bureau of the Cen-
sus figures, the state lost close to 9 mil-
lion acres of farmland between 1950
and 1993, a decline of almost 25%,
from about 38 million to 29 million
acres. As California’s population con-
tinues to grow, so will urban land. By
2100, if current land-use patterns don't
change, urban land in California could
occupy one-third of the state — more
area than is currently occupied by
agriculture.

The reverse of a trend

For the first half of this century,
farms and farmland increased along
with California’s population growth.
But after 1950, the trend reversed. As
population increased further, farm-
land declined (fig. 2). Urban popula-
tions moved into the agricultural mid-
coastal valleys of Ventura and
Monterey and San Luis Obispo and the
fertile valleys east, north and south of
San Francisco, dramatically transform-
ing the landscape. Aerial photographs
(see p. 9) show the consequences of this
trend for the Santa Clara Valley.

Nevertheless, the volume of agri-
cultural production has continued to
increase to the present. Farmland
losses were countered after World War
I by massive irrigation projects such
as the Central Valley Project, which al-
lowed the expansion of intensive irri-
gated agriculture into otherwise arid
grazing lands in the Southern San
Joaquin Valley. Growers continued to
adopt new technologies and crops,
and further diversified, expanding
from 200 commodities at the end of
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World War 1I to 350 crop and livestock
commodities by 1996.

Despite increasing production, mar-
kets changed such that the value of the
state’s agricultural production experi-
enced an extended decline after 1975, if
figures are adjusted for inflation. In con-
stant 1992 dollars, the 1975 value of pro-
duction was $25 billion and the 1993
value of production was $18 billion. Pro-
duction value has shown an upward
trend in the past 5 years.

What lies ahead?

More recently, population has
spread over the Tehachapis south of
Bakersfield and over the coastal
ranges into the fertile Central Valley.
This time agriculture has nowhere to
go. The children of dairy farmers who
sold their San Bernadino operations
and resettled in the Central Valley
don't have the same options their par-
ents had, because additional dairy land
is not readily available in the state. Relo-

TABLE 1, Five-year average of population
growth rates of selected countries, California
and selected California counties, 1990-1995

Impetial 4.4* Orange 2.0
Israel 3.8t Bangladesh 2.0
Madera 3.5 India 1.9
Psru 3.3 San Bernadino 1.9
Saudl Arabia 3.0 Halti 1.8
Nigeria 2.9 Brazil 1.6
Kanya 2.8 California 1.4
Afghanistan 2.8 Santa Clara 1.3
Riverside 2.8 Argentina 1.2
Zimbabwe 2.6 China 1.1
Kern 23 Los Angeles 1.0
South Africa 2.3 United States 1.0
Fresno 2.3 Switzerland 1.0
Vietnam 2.2 France 0.5
Tulare 2.2 Japan 0.3
Ecuador 2.1 Great Britain 0.3
Stanlislaus 2,0 Russia 0.1
Mexico 2.0 ltaly 0.1

* California and county rates, shown in blue, are
mean yearly rates calculated for 1990~1995. They
are somswhat less than 1980~1980 averages and
are based on Department of Finance estimates
rather than US census counts.

+ Country estimates are 19901995 averages fram
the Warld Bank’s World Population Projections:
1994-95.
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cating orchards is no longer simple be-
cause there is less easily irrigated flat
land.

In addition, there are no more mas-
sive irrigation projects to turn deserts
into fertile plains. Finally, urban popu-
lations now wish to preserve land-
scape for aesthetic and recreational
purposes, as well as to enhance habitat
for native creatures, purposes which
may not be compatible with produc-
tive agriculture.

We are not yet close to losing the
state’s agricultural productivity. With
a $24.5 billion farmgate value in 1996,
agriculture remains a vital industry,
and with 68% of its production ex-
ported (55% to other states), agricul-
ture is an important economic con-
tributor to local, state and national
economies.

But we are faced with the prospect
of huge dislocations and management
dilemmas. For instance, agricultural
employment remains critical to the
economies of certain regions, most no-
tably the San Joaquin Valley, where
farm-related industries directly em-
ploy 8.5% of the total employees in all
economic sectors. Central Valley farm-
land is the target of much planned
population growth. If current trends
continue, almost one-third of its irri-
gated cropland could be urbanized by
2040 (see map, p. 20). How do we ac-
commodate new people in agricultural
areas and maintain our productivity?
How do we plan and manage for a fu-
ture with many more people making
increasing and conflicting demands on
the state’s land resources?

If agriculture is to have a long-term
future in this state, we must acquire a
better understanding of local land-use
decision-making, as well as how, when
and where the state’s population is
growing, and its agricultural impacts.
Only then can we provide research-
based information that will enable lo-
calities to make effective decisions con-
cerning this important resource.

A.G. Medvitz, a rancher in Solano
County, has an Ed.D. degree from
Harvard University in Administration,
Planning and Social Policy.
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from the urban edge
where development
pressures — and the
benefits of the program
— are greatest.

Constraints on incor-
poration and annexation
of farmland are con-
tained in the Cortese-
Knox Act and other
state laws. Many poli-
cies are directly and in-
directly related to land
conservation, including
an explicjt directive to
protect farmland from
unwarranted conversion.

These general state
policies are overseen by
Local Agency Formation
Commissions (LAFCOs)
in each county, com-
posed of city, county
and public members.
However, LAFCOs have
no direct authority over
land use, and cannot
override city or county
decisions regarding de-
velopment applications.
Also, LAFCOs rarely re-
ject an annexation or in-
corporation proposal
championed by a local
community based on its
impacts on farmland,
and become mired in
controversy when they
do act to protect agricul-
tural land.

Agriculture is typically included in
the local general plan, in either the
state-mandated land use or open space
elements, or an optional agricultural
element. However, state law does not
impose any meaningful substantive re-
quirements that local governments ac-
tually protect or preserve agricultural
land in the face of development pres-
sures. Instead, California’s strong tra-
dition of local home rule grants indi-
vidual cities and counties wide
discretion over land use and develop-
ment decisions, which they often exer-
cise to allow the conversion of farm-
land to urban uses.

.

Above, Santa Ciara County in 1950 Is

mainiy fruit and nut orchards and a few
row crops. Below, in 1980, the same land
is covered by the rapidly growing suburbs
of San Jose. ’

The California Environmental Qual-
ity Act (CEQA) is perhaps the pre-
eminent state environmental statute in
the nation. However, the act has sev-
eral weaknesses when it comes to pro-
tecting farmland. Farmland conver-
sion per se is not considered a
“significant environmental impact”
under CEQA. As a consequence, many
farmland conversion actions escape
environmental scrutiny altogether.
Even when significantly adverse farm-
land impacts are identified, lead agen-
cies are free to approve a project by
making a finding that the benefits of
the project outweigh the impacts, or by
deciding that alternatives to the project
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Courtasy of Greenbelt Alliance

In 1986 San Mateo County voters ap-
proved a ballot measure to protect their
coast, including local farms, from
development.

or mitigation measures intended to
lessen the impact are “infeasible.” _

Perhaps the state dedsions most pro-
foundly affecting farmland are those
that impact the location, pace and tim-
ing of suburban and rural development
and, with it, the pressure for farmland
conversion. Such decisions concern wa-
ter supply, water quality, freeway
routes, university campus and state
prison locations, priorities for school
construction and renovation, and flood
protection, among other issues.

For the most part, these decisions
are made in an uncoordinated manner
that lacks a unifying vision or compre-
hensive approach to planning and de-
velopment.

The politics of farmland protection

Given the serious threats to the fun-
damental underpinning of California’s

$24.5 billion agricultural
economy — the land it-
self — why isn't state
government doing more
to ensure a stronger and
more effective state
farmland protection
policy? One key expla-
nation is that the forces
committed to farmland
protection are too weak,
fragmented, and iso-
lated to secure sufficient
political support for the
enactment and effective
implementation of
meaningful farmland
protection programs.

Perhaps most impor-
tantly, the agricultural
community itself is split.
While groups such as the
American Farmland
Trust and the California
Farm Bureau Federation
promote agricultural
protection, individual
county farm bureaus
and commodity groups
are often divided. Many
farmers and their heirs
see the land as their greatest asset, and
are loath to give up the potential ben-
efits of converting the land for devel-
opment. Lacking a unified voice, agri-
culture is often in a weak position to
advocate strong farmland protection
measures at the state level.

Secondly, the economic and politi-
cal power of the land development in-
dustry is formidable. Large sectors of
the building industry have come to
rely on the economic return that ac-
crues from purchasing farmland
cheaply and then persuading local of-
ficials to change the allowable uses.

Environmentalists are often at odds
with the farm industry in California.
Fights over water for farms versus wa-
ter for fish and wildlife have been es-
pecially bitter, protracted and divisive.
Disputes over agricultural runoff, pes-
ticide use and agricultural burning
only add to the animosity and distrust.
These conflicts make it extremely diffi-
cult to establish farmer-environmen-
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talist coalitions over farmland protec-
tHon, even where common interests
may unite these two constituencies.

Urban and suburban families in
search of affordable housing are the
driving force that fuels farmland con-
version. While polls show that many
city residents support saving farmland
for the greenspace that open land-
scapes provide, city dwellers are often
unprepared for the realities of living
next door to a farm. Once they move
in next to farming operations — unless
there is a “right to farm” ordinance —
such residents may file nuisance com-
plaints about the noise, odors and
other consequences of living on the
ag-urban edge, further pressuring
farmers to get out and sell the land for
development. Often suburban com-
munity activists use “environmental”
arguments to battle higher-density
housing and mixed-use developments,
thereby perpetuating low-density
sprawl land-use patterns that consume
more farmland.

Finally, urban water suppliers have
a direct interest in expanding the sup-
ply of water available to serve grow-
ing cities. Acquiring water from agri-
culture in many cases is the path of
least resistance.

Conclusions

For meaningful farmland protection
to be enacted in California, the farm
community itself must be more united
and aggressive in advocating for pro-
tection. In this, the work of the Ameri-
can Farmland Trust, individual county
farm bureaus, and articulate leader-
ship within the California Farm Bu-
reau Federation and other statewide
agricultural associations is critical.

There are reasons to be cautiously
optimistic that a statewide coalition to
protect farmland could emerge in
California.

In an effort to build consensus, Cen-
tral Valley growers and industry rep-
resentatives have recently formed the
Agricultural Task Force, which has de-
veloped a package of policy positions
on farmland and related issues.

Urban water interests could find
value in an approach that would guar-

C-057804



antee a reliable water supply to both
cities and farms, in return for farmers
agreeing not to develop their land.

Local officials and businesses could
benefit from efforts that combined
farmland protection with incentives
for infill development and redevelop-
ment in existing urban areas, if they
were coupled with fiscal reforms to
compensate for the loss of tax receipts
and to ease the competition with other
communities over the revenues from
new development.

However, only modest and incre-
mental change is likely unless there is
new political leadership in Sacramento
that is willing to tackle the economic, so-
cial and environmental consequences of
rapid farmland conversion in the face of
the determined opposition of most of
the land development industry.

S. Sanders is Director of the California Fu-
tures Network, a coalition of organizations
promoting sustainable land use in Califor-
nia. From 1988 to 1998 he was staff consult-
ant in the California Legislature, most re-
cently Chief of Staff to Assemblymember
Michael Sweeney (D-Hayward).
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shown here near Modesto.

As cities expand, urban residents are coming into closer contact with agriculture, as
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Conflicts arise on the

urban fringe
Mary E. Handel

The frequent expansion of
urban edges presents a chal-
lenge for California agricuiture
as the state’s rich farmland
base is consumed by nonfarm
development. Some issues of
conflict emerge as a part of the
struggle for limited resources
while others are related to the
proximity of urban development
and agriculture, Other conflicts
reflect the urban resident’s and
farmer’s different perspectives
on the purpose or value of
farmland. Local governments
need to establish firm urban-
growth boundaries, create buff-
ers between agriculture and
urban land uses, and zone to
eliminate incompatible land
uses in agricultural areas. For
its part, the agricuitural com-
munity needs to educate the
urban public to help them un-
derstand why particular farm
management practices are
necessary.

C—057805

he conflict between urban and ag-

ricultural land uses is intensified
by the frequent expansion of urban
edges into farmland. These unstable
urban edges cause problems because
urban residents and farmers have dif-
ferent perspectives on the purpose or
value of farmland. Approaches to re-
ducing this conflict include establish-
ing firm urban-growth boundaries and
better buffers to separate urban and
agricultural land uses, eliminating in-
compatible uses in agricultural zones,
and increasing the nonfarm public’s
understanding of farm management
practices. These findings are from a
study of urban/agricultural conflict
and specific approaches that local gov-
ernments have taken to reduce or
eliminate the conflict in 16 California
counties and several cities therein
(Handel 1994).

California is the nation’s leading
agricultural producer and most
populous state at 33.2 million and
growing. Adding more than half a
million people to the state each year
increases the pressure daily for ur-
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Mark Borba

LR \ RENEN :
Intruding urban residents have created new problems for farmers. Above, vandals
caused over $80,000 in damage to three new cotton planters at a farm in Fresno County.
The resultant delay in planting aiso cost this Riverdale grower $150,000 in yield losses.

AN s

ban development on and adjacent to
farmland.

Expanding city edges are a hot spot
for urban/agricultural conflict because
many of California’s cities are sur-
rounded by farmland and few have

£ firm urban-growth boundaries. These
L EA S H L AW unstable urban edges create an atmo-
g sphere of impermanence for California
STngTLY ENFORCED ffrmers: thosi not directly adjacent to
Py cities today may find themselves there
; tomorrow. When farmers near the
edge begin waiting for their time to
sell out, they no longer have an in-
centive to invest in new farm equip-
ment or long-term crops, or to adopt
long-term production management
techniques.

The edges of unincorporated com-
munities are also hot spots for urban/
agricultural conflict. The pressure to
create commercial centers in unincor-
porated areas continues to increase as
counties seek ways to generate more
revenues in the post-Proposition 13
era, which cut property tax yields for
local governments.

The third hot spot for urban/agri-
cultural conflict is incompatible uses
on land zoned for agriculture. The

SONOMAYCOUNTY '

DOG LICENSE REQUIRED
DOGS MOLESTING/KILLING
LIVESTOCK NAY BE SHOT

Courtesy of Ag Alsrt

Ranchers are wary of dogs that run ioose
because some have maimed and killed
livestock.
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general plans of most agricultural
counties allow nonagricultural uses on
farmland including golf courses, recre-
ational facilities, bed-and-breakfast
inns, churches, schools and daycare
centers. Besides creating conflicts with
adjacent farmers, such incompatible
uses can create new centers of devel-
opment, making them an even greater
threat to agriculture than the expan-
sion of cities and unincorporated
communities.

When urban development meets
farmland, both urban residents and
farmers suffer inconveniences. How-
ever, the fact that farmers suffer incon-
veniences is often forgotten by city
planners, who give priority to the im-
mediate comfort of the urban resident.

The urban perspective

Urban edge residents commonly
complain about agricultural pesticide
use. Neighbors adjacent to farmland
fear that the pesticides used in agricul-
ture put them at risk for chronic health
problems. They do not trust the
farmer’s judgment regarding pesticide
use and usually do not know what
chemical is being applied or for what
reasons.

Urban edge residents also com-
monly complain about agricultural
noise. Most people think of the coun-
tryside as a peaceful alternative to
loud cities. Their expectations are shat-
tered when the neighboring farmer de-
stroys the peace and quiet of the coun-
try, for example, by machine harvesting
at night. Urban residents are particu-
larly disturbed when farmers use air-
craft because besides being noisy, air
applications heighten concerns over
chemical use.

Likewise, odors do not meet urban
residents’ expectations of rural living.
Neighbors complain about odors from
plant decay and dairy, poultry or
other livestock operations. Livestock
operations often also generate com-
plaints about flies.

Urban residents also complain
about the dust generated by disking,
mowing or harvesting. Dust is an in-
trusion on their quality of life and in
many cases may threaten their health.
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As subdivisions spring up around farmland, growers are forced to change their prac-
tices, such as curtailing aerial pesticide sprays.

Similarly, agricultural burning can de-
stroy an otherwise clear day.

Finally, urban residents complain
about slow farm equipment that
blocks the flow of traffic. To many ur-
ban residents, the least the farmer
could do is use the roadway only dur-
ing noncommute hours.

The farm perspective

Growers often resent the sudden in-
trusion of urban residents who create
the need for special management prac-
tices that may result in loss of crop
productivity and add time, cost and
labor. For example, pesticides that
were used in the past may be prohib-
ited and application by aircraft may be
eliminated. Farmers also resent noise
and odor complaints. They wonder
why urban residents move to an agri~
cultural area if they don't like the noises
and odors associated with farming,

While urban residents complain
about domestic flies, midges, mosqui-
toes and other pests from farmlands,
farmers complain about pests from ur-
ban areas. For example, when subdivi-
sions replace an orchard, any token
trees left to justify the subdivision’s

name can provide a haven for pests. In
addition, packs of dogs from neigh-
boring subdivisions sometimes harass
cattle or sheep.

While urban residents are impatient
with slow farm machinery on roads,
the increased traffic that accompanies
urban expansion also causes problems
for farmers. Trying to merge large
equipment onto a busy roadway can
be difficult and dangerous.

A chief concern of landowners is in-
creased trespassing and the corre-
sponding increased liability. As more
people move into rural areas, or-
chards, grazing lands and reservoirs
become enticing recreation lands.

According to a Kern County
grower, “T used to let people picnic on
my property. Families from Los Ange-
les County would drive here to spend
an afternoon in the country, until one
visitor broke his arm and sued me for
$10,000. Now I have to chase people
off my property because the liability is
too great. Today a farmer could lose
everything in one lawsuit.”

An increase in urban residents also
brings an increase in theft, vandalism
and litter on farms. Most farm equip-

C—057807
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ment is not under lock and key, and
any equipment left in the field at the
end of a day’s work becomes a target
for theft and vandalism. In ivestock
country fences may be cut and gates
left open, allowing cattle or sheep to
escape. Fencing to deter trespassers is
costly and makes it difficult to maneu-
ver equipment and move crops out of
fields (California Department of Con-
servation 1991).

Influences on the conflict

A crop’s layout influences both the
level of inconvenience to nearby resi-
dents and the grower’s ability to adapt
to farming restrictions caused by ur-
ban encroachment. For example, while
the best direction for planting crop
rows is likely to depend on sun expo-
sure and drainage, raising crops in
rows that parallel the urban edge will
be more convenient if the agricultural
comumissioner decides that the rows
near the edge should not be sprayed.
Then only the few rows near the edge
will need special treatment, perhaps
by hand. But if the rows run perpen-
dicular to the edge, the grower will be
required to drive the fractor and spray
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rig down each row and turn off the

spray machine before reaching each
end. This wastes time and fuel run-

ning the tractor where the spray rig
can’t be engaged.

California’s rapid conversion of
farmland to houses usually brings an
urban population that is generations
removed from the farm. These new

residents do not understand California

agriculture and their attitudes about
farming do not include tolerance of
the inconveniences that come from
normal farm practices.

As one agricultural commissioner
noted, “They see blossoms and fields
of mustard in the early spring and as-
sume that this is what rural living is
all about, but as summer approaches
after they’ve moved into their new
homes, the noise, dust and smells
drive them crazy.”

But urban attitudes toward farm
operations are not always negative.
Three cities in this study — Delano,
Woodland and Petaluma — show that
the rate and pattern of growth within
cities influence the urban attitude to-
ward adjacent farmland. For example,
the Woodland Edges Project found
that many of the residents of this Yolo
County city have lived there a long
time (43% had lived there for more
than 25 years), and they generally ex-
pect that there will be some nuisances
in a farming community.

Similarly, a city official from
Petaluma in Sonoma County reported
that few citizens there complain about
agricultural practices because most
people realize they live in a farm com-
munity. “Agriculture is an important
part of the economy here,” he said.
One of the reasons so many residents
understand the city’s tie to agriculture
may be that growth has been limited
since the early 1970s, when Petaluma
became the first community in the na-
tion to establish an urban limit line
and limit the number of permits for
development projects.

Cities like Petaluma are the excep-
tion, however. Most local governments
lack urban growth boundaries to stabi-
lize the edge between urban and agri-
cultural areas. They lack policies to re-
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The bucolic scenery may draw people to rural areas, but they are not always enamored

Suzanﬁe éais!ey

with the sounds and smelis associated with livestock.

strict nonfarm uses from invading
California’s agricultural areas. Reduc-
ing the urban/agricultural conflict will
require that local governments and
perhaps the state government become
more involved with growth manage-
ment issues.

The value of farmiand

Another major cause of the urban/
agricultural conflict comes from the
different viewpoints on the purpose or
value of farmland. City and county
decision-makers often view farmland
as a provider of open space or as a
land bank for future urban expansion.
Urban residents often view farmland
as a place for idyllic country living. To
the farmer, however, farmland pro-
vides the means for making a living.

Several city and county general
plans promote agricultural land as an
open-space buffer between one com-
munity and another, between residen-
tial and industrial uses, and between
airports and residential uses. Logan
and Molotch note that California has
some of the most productive farmland
in the world, but when urbanization
threatens that farmland, the public is
concerned about losing open space
rather than productivity (Logan and
Molotch 1987).

C—057808

Because open space is so desirable,
houses on the edge next to agriculture
are often more expensive than houses
surrounded by more houses. Ironi-
cally, the urban edge’s high property
value may make the residents there
more sensitive to inconveniences
caused by agriculture. Edge residents
accepted the high home price in ex-
change for peaceful rural living, but
the adjacent farmer erodes the value of
the investment with noise, smells and
pesticides. The risk of losing an invest-
ment may explain why edge neighbors
will fight the farmer with a lawsuit if
necessary. ,

Farmland is also viewed by some
cities and counties as a convenient
way to hold land until the time for ur-
ban development. Most city planners
recognize the convenience of keeping
land in large parcels (agricultural par-
cels are usually 40 acres or more) at
the city’s edge so the land can some
day be developed without existing
structures blocking logical street,
sewer and water extensions.

Farmers have been fighting the
open space notion for some time. To
the farmer, agricultural land is a re-
source for producing goods to sell. If a
farmer can’t make a reasonabie living
from this working landscape, it may
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The general plans of most agricultural
counties allow nonagricultural uses on
farmland, such as this driving range north
of Stockton; such uses can create con-
filets with adjacent farmers.

be converted to other uses including
more urban development.

As several authors warn, “{tJhere is
no such thing as farmland without
farmers. If nonfarmers are to enjoy the
amenities of a working rural land-
scape, then they must either learn to
tolerate farming practices or else settle
at a distance from farm operations.
The friction between farmers and
nonfarmers involves a clash of prop-
erty rights that cannot be resolved in
the marketplace. Instead, legislative
bodies and the courts must act as ref-
erees” (Lapping et al. 1989).

While farmers have helped change
some general plans to recognize agri-
culture as an industry instead of sim-
ply open space, the concept of separat-
ing residential development from the
industry of agriculture is only begin-
ning to be recognized by some local
governments as a legitimate concern.

Reducing the conflict

The decisions of appointed and
elected local officials often reflect the

nonfarm values prevalent in the
general public because only 2%
of California’s population is di-
rectly involved in food and fiber
production. However, viewing
agriculture as an industry
would make it easier for local
planners and decision-makers to
advocate land-use decisions and
other measures that will help re-
duce the urban/agricultural
conflict.

Local governments need to
establish firm urban growth
boundaries. Every time the ur-
ban edge moves, new farmers
are suddenly faced with the
same problems of farming next
to the edge. Their frustration
eventually leads to a desire to
sell out to development and the
cycle continues. Conversely,

& firm urban growth boundaries
clearly distinguish land for urban de-
velopment from land for agriculture. It
helps remove expectations of buying
“cheap” farmland for urban develop-
ment. Conservation easements are a
useful tool to help compensate the
farmers at the edge.

Local governments also need to es-
tablish appropriate buffers between
agriculture and wrban land uses, and
to clean up their general plans and
zoning ordinances to eliminate incom-
patible land uses in agricultural areas.
For example, because local govern-
ments allow houses on agricultural
parcels, the potential for conflict is
much greater when smaller agricul-
tural parcels are created.

For its part, the agricultural com-
munity needs to make friends with the
urban public to help them understand
why particular farm management
practices are necessary. Why, for ex-
ample, do wind machines need to op-
erate at 3 o’clock in the morning? Why
do growers have to harvest at night?
Why does rice need to be seeded with
an airplane? Education efforts can help
urban populations understand the in-
dustrial nature of farmland so their ex-
pectations of living in the country
aren't contrary to reality.
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Several farm organizations already
dedicate time and money to this task,
and some farmers are developing their
own education programs by holding
tours and field days at their farms and
ranches. A few farm operators provide
information to urban neighbors by
walking the neighborhoods to inform
residents of various management prac-
tices associated with their particular
agricultural operations.

Reducing the urban/agricultural
conflict will help us meet the challenge
of maintaining our world-class agri-
culture in a state with a population
growing faster than many Third
World countries.

M.E. Handel is a Land-Use Consultant
specializing in urbanjagriculture interface
issues, based in Napa.
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